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Yarra Plenty

Gifted Support Group

P.O. Box 168 Maldon 3463
Ph. 5475 2906

Email: ypgsg@yahoo.com

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Sir,

Attached is a submission to your inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.

It includes a brief case study outlining the lack of understanding and general unwillingness of some teaching staff to accept the concept of giftedness as advanced development, and the consequent lack of academic provision.

Following that is a general discussion that addresses a number of the issues identified by the Senate Committee.

The definition, identification and provision for gifted students must include a description of the whole person and not focus on any one aspect.  When the emotional needs of gifted students is taken into account the only logical provision is acceleration, which ensures presentation of curriculum at a level and pace commensurate with their abilities and also provides them with intellectual and emotional peers.

I look forward to meeting you and discussing this further.

Yours sincerely,

Pam Bourton

Co-ordinator, Yarra Plenty Gifted Support Group

PO BOX 168

Maldon. VIC  3463

Ph. (03) 5475 2906

email: ypgsg@yahoo.com

I co-ordinate the Yarra Plenty Gifted Support Group, a support group for the families of the gifted.  I am a qualified teacher currently studying gifted education at post graduate level, as well as the parent of gifted children.  The Yarra Plenty group has been operating for approximately three years and was set up in response to the lack of support and information that was available for parents in the north eastern suburbs of Melbourne.  Due to the large demand the group has expanded to cover the northern suburbs as well.  This group runs on a non-profit basis and receives $100 each year from the local Department of Education Gifted Teachers Network.  The Yarra Plenty group has a program, using expert speakers, that has aimed to provide a brief coverage of the main issues in gifted identification and education.  At the end of eight months there was over 150 families/schools on the mailing list. Almost without exception, when the parents of gifted children first contact me I am asked for information about identification and then ideas on how to get provision for their children at school, as invariably nothing is happening.

As the co-ordinator of the Yarra Plenty Gifted Support Group I attended the 1999 Invitational Symposium into the Education of Gifted Students conducted as part of the Victorian Education Department’s review of their Bright Futures Policy. The resulting report bore no resemblance to the discussion and conclusions reached by the participants on the day. 

Case Study:

The experience of my eldest son (born Feb. 1993) typifies that of the majority of the students in the group.  He was first identified as gifted at two years old by a researcher, now working in the field of gifted, following a longitudinal study on development. After eighteen months at school he had gone from a happy child, with an enthusiasm for learning to a school refuser who will not try anything that he thinks is too hard. 

He taught himself to read in preschool and his skills were far in advance of the equipment and program of the preschool.  When I asked for something to be done to stop his boredom in the last two terms of preschool I was informed that the program could not be altered but that the staff would try.  He became the helper and would read to the other children but nothing else was done. The staff was wonderful and tried but did not have the knowledge to make a difference.  

He started primary school with a verbal report from the preschool about his abilities. I took him out of this school after three weeks as the teacher told me that she “wanted to keep all the preps at the same level”.  She was giving my son pre-reading activities, no readers, and then punishing him when he became disruptive from boredom.  He was expected to complete activities he had mastered years before and be happy and co-operative.

At his second school (in prep) he was academically assessed by the gifted co-ordinator as operating at two to three years above his grade level but was only given material up to grade one level as this was what was in the classroom.  At this stage he had a formal IQ assessment with recommendations that his schooling be accelerated and warnings of the social and emotional consequences if this did not occur.  After spending his first year here in a prep/one grade and despite the gifted co-ordinator stating that he could easily cope academically with a grade skip he was put into grade one the next year because the principal did not believe in acceleration.  In grade one he was given little new work and the teacher concentrated on controlling the disruptive behaviour that was brought on by boredom.

At the end of this year we moved to country Victoria, and despite providing the new school with all his academic and IQ assessments, the next year he was placed in grade 2 of a prep/1/2 grade and was not given any extension beyond his tested achievement level at the end of prep (i.e. grade 3 level maths and literacy).  The teachers said they wanted to let him “settle in” first, before they decided if they would do anything.  To compound matters at this school, the staff would not take any notice of his previous assessments and insisted in having him reassessed by a Department of Education guidance officer who was in her first year of supervision after completing her psychology degree (i.e. probationary psychologist).  She stated that she had no knowledge in the field of gifted and requested and received information on characteristics and provision from the Gifted Education of the Victorian Department of Education.  Despite the fact that my son again tested in the gifted range and demonstrated the behaviours listed on page 3 of the 1996 Bright Futures Handbook that occur if gifted students are not catered for, she refused to acknowledge that he was gifted and stated that his behavioural problems were because of some sort of family problem.

The current situation is that I have a child with a mental and social age, and academic ability, of approximately eleven in the grade 3 of a 2/3 composite, being assessed on his ability to work and socialize with children who are seven and eight.  He now exhibits all the stress and emotional factors of an underachieving gifted student.

It is not an exaggeration to state the he has not been taught any new material while he has been at school, and is developing social and psychological problems due to lack of provision. He is only eight years old!

Discussion:

When asked for an opinion of what is valuable in gifted education today, we must first consider the word “valuable”.  We must ask the question, valuable for whom and/or what?  Gifted education, by definition, is the education provided for gifted students and so the things of value in this field should be the things that are concerned with meeting the needs of gifted students.  Unfortunately, those working in this field are often employed by the mainstream education system and so their values are influenced by generally held beliefs about giftedness and are not child focussed. 

The proponents of each definition of giftedness, each identification process, and each program for the gifted generally believe that their theory is valuable for the school, the individual and for society: the value of each being determined by their society, the community and educational expectations of the time.

The definitions of gifted generally used by educators are not comprehensive enough to allow understanding of the gifted person as a whole.  A definition incorporating an understanding of the inner quantitative and qualitative experiences of gifted students should allow development of programs more suited to these students.

The identification procedures used for the gifted, and therefore the programs provided for the gifted are both dependant on the particular definition of gifted that is used.  Is 'gifted' used to describe the genetic endowment of an individual which, interacting with the environment, will determine the degree of exceptionality of observable abilities? Or is 'gifted' used synonymously with talent, so that with the correct environment all children can become 'gifted'? This is particularly important for teachers with little or no training in gifted education as their own beliefs and values will influence their understanding of professional viewpoints regardless of the intended meaning of the word 'gifted'.

Even when definitions and resulting theories of provision for the development of talents appear similar their proponents can disagree.  

Coming from a background in genetics, my definition of gifted is the genetic makeup of an individual.  In stating this I do not mean that extraordinary ability or talent is the only result of the genetic endowment.  The individual is born gifted and the genes then interact with the environment to produce the effects that are the external, observable characteristics of giftedness.  These external characteristics are not necessarily talents valued by teachers.  There are also internal characteristics of giftedness that have externally observable effects that are not valued by the education system.  The most valuable characteristic of gifted individuals is the greater emotional depth that is often not recognised by educationalists

In my opinion, this is a highly important aspect in any discussion of giftedness, best described by Michael Piechowski in 1991:

One of the basic characteristics of the gifted is their intensity and an expanded field of their subjective experience.  The intensity, in particular, must be understood as a qualitatively distinct characteristic.  It is not a matter of degree but of a different quality of experiencing: vivid, absorbing, penetrating, encompassing, complex, commanding - a way of being quiveringly alive. (Piechowski, in Silverman 1993 p3)

This asynchronous development is evidenced both as external and internal differences.  The internal differences are due to differences in rates of physical, intellectual, emotional, social, and skill development in the gifted child and the external are due to the gifted child’s advanced development in relation to their chronological age and their same-age peers. This is best demonstrated by Gross (in Silverman 1995) where she uses the IQ score to calculate the mental age of a gifted student and then compares the result to the chronological age of that student.  By this process, it can be demonstrated that a nine year old with an IQ of 135 has a mental age of a 12 year old.  This difference between physical and mental age increases as the IQ increases.

Physiologically there is an intimate relationship between the emotions and cognition.  The limbic system in the brain, which mediates the emotions, interacts with higher cerebral cortical areas which mediate the thoughts.  Structures within the limbic system, the hippocampus and amygdala, are important in the conversion of new information in to the long term memory. Studies of brain function have noted the individual differences in emotional sensitivity, and that a greater sensitivity to stimuli can be a result of a superior efficiency in the limbic system. 

It is important for teachers to understand the manifestations of the behavioural characteristics of gifted students, because, if not understood, behaviour that is normal for a gifted individual may give the impression of immaturity or behavioural problems.

When planning the provision required for gifted students the whole individual must be considered so that their emotional and social development and level is taken into account as well as their academic ability and achievement.  A theory that does not acknowledge the genetic component of giftedness or that gifted individuals are different from the norm will not be a good basis for any method of provision.

For Example, Gardener’s theory of multiple intelligences was proposed to challenge the idea of general intelligence (‘g’) and its measurement and defined it instead as a set of potential abilities only realizable given favourable opportunities.  This theory is then a provocation for educators and others to think differently about the assessment and education of all individuals.  Using this theory, educators are encouraged to view each student, not just gifted students, from the perspective of having a strength in one of the intelligences “which can be extended”. (Department of Education, 1996, p74)  An analysis of this theory in practice demonstrates that to be gifted in one of the intelligences, a student will be gifted in most other intelligences as well. The genetic and emotional differences of gifted students are not considered at all under this model. Furthermore, “the concept of multiple intelligences has served to assist educators in seeing the talents of all children as being equal”. 

In a review of methods of provision for the education of gifted students, Ronvik (1993) concluded that differentiation of the curriculum for the gifted is required in pacing and depth.  This is confirmed by a large body of research, but generally ignored by teachers in the classroom, if not actively opposed. By allowing the gifted student to work at a level and pace commensurate with their abilities and so move through the curriculum faster they are less likely to suffer emotional problems which have been found to be brought on by incorrect placement and teaching in school. 

Gifted programs should be provided as a replacement to the regular curriculum instead of in addition to it. As well as addressing gifted students’ academic needs, a program that also caters for their emotional needs will assist them to develop the whole person and hopefully, be happy with whatever they achieve in their lifetime, knowing that it was their best. 

The Bright Futures Handbook (Department of Education, 1996) instructs teachers on the implementation of the Government’s Gifted Education Policy but contains multiple theories of giftedness and provision, without any guidance.  While this confusing state of affairs remains the official Policy of the Victorian Department of Education, and is included in all Professional Development courses, gifted students will not be catered for within the education system in Victoria.
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